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FRANCIS EPPES (1801-1881),
PIONEER OF FLORIDA
In the White House, in Washington, in the year
1801, Thomas Jefferson waited anxiously for tidings
from Monticello ; for there his beloved daughter, the
beautiful Maria Jefferson Eppes, was waging the
world-old battle for life. For hours the great statesman had been walking the floor, too miserable for
sleep. Then came a knock at the door and Peter
handed him a scrap of paper on which was hurriedly
scrawled these words, “Mother and boy doing wella fine hearty youngster, with hazel eyes and to his
mother’s delight he has hair like your own. She
sends dear love to the Father she is longing to see.”
The night was almost over and Thomas Jefferson,
after a prayer of thanksgiving, slept soundly. Two
happy years passed for this devoted family and then
Mrs. Eppes faded like some delicate blossom and they
laid her to rest in the graveyard at Monticello.
Little Francis, her son, lived in the White House
with his grandfather after this, for his father was in
Congress, and the three were often there together.
A few years later Mr. Jefferson wrote from Monticello, to his son-in-law John Wayles Eppes, asking
that he might be allowed to select a school for Francis,
and also that he might have the privilege of directing
the course of study.
In the month of April, 1811, we find the boy at
school in Columbia, South Carolina, and his grandfather was evidently pleased with the progress he
made.’ Each vacation was spent at Monticello, where
1
These letters to John Wayles Eppes and to Francis Eppes,
all in Thomas Jefferson’s own hand, are in the possession of
their descendants.
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a part of every day was passed in the library studying
subjects selected by Mr. Jefferson, and in the evening
they would talk over the work of the day, and plan
for the morrow.
Mr. Jefferson had high hopes for Francis - the
best schools, further study under his own eyes, a profession which he must choose for himself, two years
of travel in foreign lands, and then, a career such as
he had a right to look forward to. But at the early
age of twenty Francis married his third cousin, Mary
Elizabeth Cleland Randolph. No objection could be
found to the young lady, and Mr. Jefferson installed
the youthful couple at Poplar Forest. This was close
at hand and the agreement was that Francis should
pass the greater part of every day in his grandfather’s
library where he was surrounded by the wisdom of
past ages.
In 1823 John Wayles Eppes passed away ; for
years he had represented Virginia in the Congress of
the United States, and he died “in the harness”.
Francis was deeply grieved at this loss, but three
years later came the greatest grief of all, on the 4th
of July 1826, Thomas Jefferson laid down the heavy
burdens he had carried for so long and “entered into
rest”. These two men were the only intimate friends
Francis had ever had. Life had lost its savor without
them and in Florida he sought new scenes and fresh
interests.
Through a Commissioner of Deeds he entered land
on Black Creek, in Leon County. Not a tree had ever
been felled on this land, not one trace of civilization
could be seen. Francis Eppes, with his wife and
three children left Virginia in company with relatives,
who like themselves, sought a new home. Travel was
difficult in those days, and it was safer to go in numbers. First in the caravan came carriages in which
the families rode, that is, the women and children, for
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the men almost invariably rode on horseback beside
these carriages to protect the occupants. Wagons
piled high with household belongings came next, while
here and there, wherever a comfortable seat could be
found, old or feeble negroes could be seen, and a dusky
throng numbering hundreds brought up the rear.
Pioneer days were hard days.
Arriving in Florida, this family whose fortunes
we follow was one of the first to drop out of line, for
Black Creek was not far from the Georgia boundary.
Every one who could fell a tree or clear up brush went
to work, and soon a rude house of logs took the place
of the tent in which they had slept for many long
weeks. Then negro cabins, like spots of sunshine amid
the dense green of the forest, gave a mare cheerful
look to the surroundings. This was in 1827. To this
man from the Old Dominion, the lands of Leon County seemed marvellous in their fertility, for crops grew
and were harvested almost past belief. He called his
home L’eau Noir, and here came to them three more
children. When the sixth child was born, in 1835, the
gentle, delicate mother closed her eyes on the wilderness to open them upon that “land of pure delight”
she had sung of so often. Unable to endure the loneliness without her, he sold his plantation and bought
another on the Lafayette Grant, five miles from Tallahassee. He also bought a city block and built a
house in the town where they would be safer, for Indian troubles had come upon the settlers.
From earliest childhood Francis Eppes had been
taught the highest reverence for religion; he was also
taught that every man’s religion was sacred to him
and it behooved other men to carefully observe the
golden rule when speaking on such subjects. So
broad-minded and liberal was Thomas Jefferson that
he has often been accused of having no religion, but
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we have only to read his book, The Life and Morals of
Jesus of Nazareth, 2 to realize the depth of his religious
feeling. Anyway, he had sown good seed in the heart
of his grandson, and the home of Francis Eppes was
always open to the clergy of every denomination;
while he worked with devoted zeal to establish an
Episcopal church in Tallahassee, and in the records
of that church his name is among the first and most
liberal of the members. 3
In 1837 Francis Eppes was married a second time,
to the daughter of U. S. Senator Nicholas Ware, of
Augusta, Georgia. She was beautiful, refined and
gracious in manner, arid their home was a favorite
meeting place for the elite of the town ; and most particularly was it sought by scientific men of many sections who found in Mr. Eppes a delightful companion.
2
This is usually spoken of as “Jefferson’s Bible”. It was
his habit to spend the last half hour before his bedtime in the
study of the Scriptures; sometimes this half hour was greatly
prolonged. When he was President he spent this, which he
considered sacredly his own, in reading and comparing the
Greek and Latin, the French, and the English versions of the
New Testament. From this study he evolved what he called
“The Morals of Jesus”. In a blank book of fine paper and
bound in red morocco, with hand tooling of gilt, he wrote the
title. He then selected from each of the Testaments what he
considered the most important points brought forth by Our Savoir.
Cutting these paragraphs from the pages he carefully
pasted them in the blank book. I suppose he wanted to render
it easy for every nation to read this, which was to him the most
beautiful and important selections of literature on earth. When
Congress purchased Jefferson’s library for such a pitiful sum,
this book was among the others, and yet it should never have
left Monticello. Impressed with the value of the work a bill
was introduced in Congress to have some copies of the original
made. The bill passed at the second session of the Fifty-eighth
Congress, and a facsimile edition was ordered. It was most interesting-the choice of texts show forth his own belief; and
yet this man has been called “an infidel”. Could anything be
more preposterous!
3
Francis Eppes was a lay-delegate in the convention, held
in Tallahassee, Jan. 17, 1838, which organized the Diocese of
Florida, Protestant Episcopal Church. He was a member of
the first Standing Committee of the diocese. See Journal of
the Primary Convention of the Diocese of Florida, Tallahassee,
1838.
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We have said that in Virginia he had only two
intimate companions ; in Florida he found another.
This one was young, talented and handsome as a Greek
god, and with a like romantic history. Early one
morning a child of about three years was found asleep
on a sidewalk in Charleston. The news spread rapidly and a crowd collected. The little boy had no look
of a lost or neglected child, his clothes were tumbled
but not soiled and they were of the finest material.
His tiny bronze gaiters and silken. hose, and the chain
of gold which was clasped around his neck, bespoke
wealth and tender care. Two passenger vessels had
sailed in the night; could it be that he had strayed
off without discovery? The authorities placed him
with a kind family where he would have every attention and a vigorous search was begun, but it was of
no avail. The only clue was the news that one of the
vessels went down with all on board. The baby was
often asked his name, always the same sounds answered and after a while his hearers decided that he
was trying to say, John K. Campbell, so that was
decided on for a name and some kind ladies of Charleston obtained permission to take the lovely baby and
rear and educate him. He proved to be as talented
as he was beautiful. Choosing the law for his profession he married into one of the best families of the
aristocratic old city. A few years later he moved to
Tallahassee, where both he and his wife were universally admired.
Duelling was beginning to be looked upon with
disfavor in the Territory and threats of punishment
if it should be persisted in came from the government.
In the year 1832 George Hamlin challenged John K.
Campbell. Doubtless it was some trivial or imaginary
insult, but the duel was fought and Campbell lost his
life, a life so full of promise, the almost perfect work
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of’ The Creator. Hamlin was indicted for this, but
died before he could be brought to trial.
Francis Eppes in packing his friend’s books and
papers found on his desk a sheet of paper with the
following words in his own clear handwriting, “John
K. Campbell ; he came from, he knows not where he is going, he knows not where.” It was heartbreaking to this man who had already lost so much, and day
after day his mind was at work to find some way to
stop this wave of lawlessness which was sweeping the
land.
The Eppes family came from England, on the borders of Epping Forest, which we are told was named
for them, where they owned a vast estate and had
many retainers. We know the family is an old one,
for the Eppeses fought at Agincourt.
A Francis Eppes came to Virginia in 1620 and in
the year 1624 we find his name among the members
of the House of Burgesses. From that time until the
body ceased to be there was always an Eppes among
its members ; and now, for full three hundred years,
there has never been a time when an Eppes did not
hold some position of trust and responsibility at the
hands of his fellow-citizens.
With this record behind him it seems strange that
Francis Eppes, seventh of that name, had no liking
for political life. He was a devoted churchman and
was lay-reader when, as often happened in those early
days, there was no rector, but he would fill no public
position save this. Sorely grieved that his beloved
friend should have fallen a victim to the crime of duelling, he reviewed the years of his stay in Florida and
was shocked to find how frequent such murders had
become. While he was still pondering on this awful
state of affairs the famous Read-Alston duel was
fought, and this was followed by a worse condition
than had yet prevailed in the Territory. The streets
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of Tallahassee were often stained with blood and the
culmination was the assassination of General Read by
Willis Alston.
Mr. Eppes had often been asked to take political
office and now, feeling that he must stand back no
longer he accepted the position of mayor of that riotous town. The result is shown by the admiration and
esteem of his fellow-citizens, evidenced by the inscription on a very handsome silver pitcher presented to
him after the close of his term of office:
F. Eppes Esq., Intendent of Tallahassee, 1841-42.
A Token of Regard From His Fellow-Citizens
For His Untiring and Successful Services
In the Promotion of Virtue and Good Order.

But his services to Tallahassee and to the State
did not end here ; for many years he was a member
of the Board of Education of the State Seminary West
of the Suwannee River. 4 He served again and again
as mayor, 5 always to the satisfaction of all save the
evil-doers. He was mayor in the year 1866 when
the Army of Occupation under General Foster was in
control.
The district was fortunate then, for General Foster was far more reasonable and kind than most of
our conquerors. He mingled with our people socially
and “a game of chance” was often indulged in. One
Sunday morning as the mayor was hastening down
Monroe Street, intent on trying to get through with
his duties before the hour for church services, he
passed a certain point where a half-sash gave a par4
The members of this board; appointed Jan. 15, 1859, were
T. W. Brevard, Sen., Francis Eppes, and D. P. Hogue. (Senate jour. 1858, p. 405 )
5
He was mayor again in 1843 when “the great fire”, as it
was commonly called, destroyed the entire business portion and
a part of the residence section of Tallahassee. As Mayor and
Chairman of the General Meeting of the Citizens he sent out
An Address to the People of the United States. This address,
containing a description of Tallahassee and of the calamity,
will appear in a future issue of the QUARTERLY.
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tial view of the basement below, and his sharp eyes
spied the commanding officer of the post and the
“merchant prince” of Tallahassee busily engaged in
a game of poker. Down the stairs went the mayor.
The door was locked and silence reigned within when
he knocked; a hearty push with his broad shoulders
forced the door and the game was at once at an end.
The mayor’s family were terribly alarmed when this
became known, but their fears were groundless. Monday morning there was a knock at the Eppes’door and
the servant brought in cards, General and Mrs. Foster. Poor Mrs. Eppes trembled with apprehension,
but summoning her courage she received her guests
in her usual gracious manner. What was her surprise
when General Foster told her that he and his wife
had come to congratulate her on having such a husband; and they both praised his courage, his sense of
justice, and his fair-minded execution of the laws.
Just before the War Between the States came to
an end, Mr. Eppes, who believed firmly in the ultimate success of the South, sold his magnificent plantation on Lake Lafayette for Confederate money, which
in a few weeks was worthless; his negroes were freed
and he found himself penniless. He sold all his personal belongings and even his precious library, that
his debts might be paid, and with clean hands and a
clear conscience, faced the world once more to make
a living. His friends, knowing how splendidly equipped he was for such a position, urged him to accept
the presidency of the Seminary West of the Suwannee,
but he declined the offer.
It was his custom to read the Scriptures each day
in Latin and Greek, he never allowed himself to become rusty in French, Spanish, Italian, or German ;
and his acquaintance with the literature of his own
and other lands was broad and deep. It seemed a
shame for a man so gifted to lay all aside and become
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a laborer, planting and hoeing and harvesting; but
in 1867 Francis Eppes, now sixty-six years old,
with his young son Frank, left Tallahassee and located in Orange County, where they planted an orange
grove, and where his family soon joined him. Once
more he bent every energy to the building up of an
Episcopal church and for years services were held in
his home where, as in Tallahassee, he was often layreader.
During these first years after the War the South
went through hard, grinding poverty and want. In
these days it is almost unbelievable that such suffering should have overtaken a hitherto prosperous people, yet some still live who drank of that bitter cup.
Francis Eppes in his little log cabin in the wilds of
Orange County drained it to the dregs-patient always, never losing faith in the God he served so faithfully, and dying May 30, 1881, the death of the righteous.

MRS. NICHOLAS WARE EPPES.
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